"Seoul-searching": The 2010 G-20 Seoul Summit by Cherry, J. & Dobson, H.
“Seoul-searching”:
The 2010 G-20 Seoul Summit

Judith Cherry and Hugo Dobson
The Group of 20 summit of developed and developing countries—the self-
appointed “premier forum for international economic cooperation”—met
in the South Korean capital in November 2010. This was a watershed event
in that it was the first time for the G-20 to meet in an Asian, non-G8 coun-
try. This article evaluates the success of the Seoul summit against a range
of criteria and from various perspectives, in addition to commenting on
the appropriateness of these criteria in measuring the performance of fu-
ture summits. KEYWORDS: G8, G-20, summit conferences.
THE FIFTH GROUP OF 20 (G-20) LEADERS’ SUMMIT—THE SELF-APPOINTED
“premier forum for international economic cooperation”—met from 11 to
12 November 2010 in Seoul, South Korea. In the relatively brief history of
G-20 summitry, this remains a significant summit in a number of ways. It is
the only G-20 summit to be hosted in Asia (before Seoul, summits were
held in Washington, London, Pittsburgh, and Toronto on a biannual basis;
after Seoul, the G-20 gathered in Cannes and moved to meeting on an
annual basis), and remains the only time a non–Group of 8 (G8) country
has hosted the G-20. For the hosts, this was an opportunity to both demon-
strate leadership in the international community and take pride in staging a
successful global event ranking alongside the 1988 Olympics and 2002
Soccer World Cup. On a different level, the agenda of the summit was
replete with pressing issues from currency disputes to financial safety nets
via the expansion of the G-20’s agenda to include issues such as develop-
ment through to the reform of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the
evolving architecture of global governance, and the G-20’s position therein
as it metamorphosed into an emerging global steering committee from a cri-
sis committee. In short, both the Korean hosts and the international com-
munity placed high (and possibly unrealistic) expectations on Seoul as an
opportunity to address a wide range of issues.
A year later, in November 2011, the Cannes summit regularized the
future hosting of G-20 summits. As a result, Mexico will act as a first-time
host in June 2012; thereafter, Russia will assume the presidency in 2013,
Australia in 2014, and Turkey in 2015. After 2015, the rotation will be
decided within regional groupings, beginning with Asia comprising China,
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Indonesia, Korea, and Japan. Thus, G8 countries, which have dominated the
G-20 process so far, will host fewer summits and non-G8 countries will
assume considerable influence in deciding the direction of the G-20 summit
process. In light of these developments, the Seoul summit stands out as a
benchmark of what we might expect of the newcomers to “G” summitry in
terms of their style of hosting, underlying motivations, and contribution to
meeting the challenges of global governance. With the goal of gleaning les-
sons for the future, we assess the performance of the Seoul summit from a
variety of perspectives as this (and any) summit has different meanings for
different actors. We do this by applying criteria from the extant literature
that not only evaluate the summit outcomes but also bring the host’s moti-
vations into relief, suggesting that factors such as domestic political
enhancement and national branding were of greatest importance. However,
we first present these criteria for measuring the success or failure of indi-
vidual summits.
Measuring Summit Success
The question of how to measure the success of a summit, whatever the
alphanumeric configuration, is a contentious issue. For a long time, Robert
Putnam and Nicholas Bayne’s Hanging Together: Cooperation and Conflict
in the Seven-Power Summits offered the only measure of summit success,
based on the four criteria of “mutual enlightenment (sharing information
about national policy directions), mutual reinforcement (helping one
another to pursue desirable policies in the face of domestic resistance),
mutual adjustment (seeking to accommodate or ameliorate policy diver-
gences) and mutual concession (agreeing on a joint package of national
policies designed to raise the collective welfare).”1
Building on this foundation, John Kirton relabeled the criteria for suc-
cess as “leadership education,” “political direction,” “policy co-ordination,”
and “socio-economic management.” In addition, he added “domestic politi-
cal enhancement.”2 Over many decades, hosts have instrumentalized G8,
and most recently G-20, summits in order to enhance domestic standing. US
president Gerald Ford unexpectedly called the second summit of the Group
of 7 (G7) in San Juan in 1976 with one eye on the presidential election of
that year. Over thirty years later, UK prime minister Gordon Brown was able
to bolster momentarily flagging domestic support by hosting the G-20 sum-
mit in London and attempting to exhibit international statesmanship.
Thereafter, Nicholas Bayne increased these criteria to six: leadership,
effectiveness, solidarity, durability, acceptability, and consistency. Leader-
ship “judges how far summitry was able to exercise its political authority
. . . to resolve disputes that had been blocked at lower levels and overcome
bureaucratic inertia or deadlock. It could also . . . impart decisive momen-
tum to new ideas and initiatives.” Effectiveness “assesses the summits’ abil-
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ity to reconcile the tensions between different pressures on the member
governments, so as to reach agreement.” Solidarity “considers whether all
the G8 countries were committed to the decisions taken at the summit, so
that they could be fully implemented.” Durability “tests whether the agree-
ment reached at the summit produced a lasting solution to the problem [rec-
ognizing] that summits were no longer isolated events, but part of a regular
institutional series.” Acceptability “examines whether the solutions reached
at the summit commanded the support not only of the G8 members but also
of the world community as a whole . . . [reflecting] the growing number of
actors in the international system caused by the advance of globalization.”
And consistency “is concerned with whether G8 decisions in one policy
area, such as finance, fitted in with the policies the G8 adopted on other
subjects, like trade or development. This criterion . . . had become harder to
meet as the G8 agenda had expanded.”3
Certainly, there is a degree of overlap in these various criteria. How-
ever, for the purposes of this article, we adopt Bayne’s six criteria as the
yardstick most appropriate to the way in which G8 and, by extension, G-
20 summitry function, as informal and flexible fora for the iterative treat-
ment of issues and coordination of interests among the leading powers of
the day. Crucially, we include Kirton’s criterion of “domestic political
enhancement” to ensure that the perspective of the host and its own imme-
diate objectives in hosting a summit are brought into the analysis.
Admittedly, the applicability and transferability of these criteria are
questionable as they have emerged from decades of evaluating G8 summits.
However, as the genesis, nature, and function of the G8 and G-20 display a
high level of similarity, we assume initially that these analytical criteria are
appropriate before commenting in the conclusion on the need for their
refinement in continuing to assess future G-20 summits.
Leadership
Ahead of the Seoul summit, the question of leadership was of central con-
cern for the Korean hosts as seen in the words of SaKong Il, head of the G-
20 Summit Coordinating Committee: “The G-20 members, especially the
G7, know we’ll be more than willing to lead. Leadership doesn’t mean
working alone. Leadership means getting harmony, getting cooperation and
getting support.”4 Previously, he had outlined Korea’s leadership qualifica-
tions that stressed its position as a bridge between the developed and devel-
oping economies because of its membership in the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and its own recent
experience of development.5
Korea’s credentials were strengthened by its ability to weather the
global financial crisis as one of only three OECD member countries record-
ing positive economic growth in 2009, the only export-led economy to fin-
ish the year in the black, and the first country to move from aid recipient
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to donor since the establishment of the OECD. To be sure, ahead of the
summit, reservations had been expressed about Korea’s suitability to host
and lead in the G-20.6 Thus, Korea’s concern was to demonstrate to the
world the summit’s ability to exercise political authority to give impetus to
or make breakthroughs on specific issues, in line with Bayne’s first crite-
rion of summit success.
Leadership can be gauged both in terms of concrete agenda items and
the overall momentum and future direction of the G-20 process. The Seoul
summit’s agenda consisted of legacy issues and new issues; in other words,
issues ongoing from previous summits that required Korean guidance in
addition to the opportunity for Korea to add to the agenda of Seoul and
future summits.
With regard to legacy issues, progress on IMF reform was certainly
evident in the Seoul Summit Document that reiterated agreements reached
at the G-20 finance ministers’ meeting held on 23 October 2010 in Kyongju
to increase the representation of developing countries and thereby
strengthen the institution itself. Concretely, by the end of 2012, European
representation on the twenty-four-member board of the IMF will decrease
from eight seats to six seats; 6 percent of voting power will be redistributed
to the underrepresented, leaving China ranked third in voting rights and cat-
apulting Brazil, India, and Russia into the top ten. Although member coun-
tries still have to approve these agreements, the reforms were initially
hailed by IMF managing director Dominique Strauss-Kahn as “the most
important reform in the governance of the institution since its creation.”7
The banking reform package, dubbed the “Basel III code” was final-
ized at the summit for endorsement by the central banks and financial reg-
ulators of the member nations, with the aim of “making banks safer and
bankers less adventurous with their customers’ (and taxpayers’) money.”8
In October 2011, the Bank of International Settlements published its first
progress report on Basel III implementation, listing the status of the adop-
tion of the Basel regulatory capital framework in member countries. Of the
twenty-eight countries surveyed (including individual European Union
[EU] member states), sixteen had not yet published draft regulations, eleven
had published draft regulations, and one had published final rules but they
were not yet in force. This stage was in preparation for the review in 2012
of the consistency of national rules and regulations with the minimum stan-
dards required by the Basel III code.9
Despite the suppression of protectionism being perceived by some as
“the most critical task related to the G-20” and the fact that success in that
area would have significant benefits for the Korean economy in which
exports accounted for 43.4 percent of gross domestic product (GDP),
progress in this area was modest.10 Similarly, although a commitment was
made to conclude the deadlocked Doha Development Agenda (DDA) in
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2011, no progress was made. In fact, the Cannes summit admitted to past
failures, called for fresh and credible approaches, and warned that the DDA
will not be completed if negotiations continued in the same vein.11
With regard to new issues that shape the future direction of the G-20,
the Korean hosts took a balanced and sober approach by prioritizing key
issues and limiting others. Instead of adding other heavyweight issues such
as climate change, the Korean government emphasized growth-oriented
development, new financial safety nets, and regularizing G-20 outreach,
grouped together under the label of “Korean Initiatives.” However, the
“Korean-ness” of these initiatives is open to question and, although pre-
sented as a new agenda item, development had already appeared on the
agenda of the Toronto summit earlier in 2010 and resulted in the creation of
the Development Working Group (DWG), chaired by South Africa and
South Korea.
Specifically on this issue of development, Korea had been pressing for
its inclusion on the G-20’s agenda for some years. President Lee Myung-
bak stated ahead of the 2009 Pittsburgh summit that: “The G-20 leaders
should pay special attention to the needs and causes of emerging and devel-
oping countries.”12 To this end the Seoul Summit Leaders’ Declaration
highlighted the Seoul Development Consensus for Shared Growth, its aims,
and emphasis on concrete measures as summarized in the Multi-Year
Action Plan (MYAP) on Development.13
The MYAP outlined a number of principles to support resilient and
shared growth that to an extent replaced the Washington Consensus with a
Seoul Consensus and shifted the focus to these principles rather than finan-
cial contributions. The DWG met twice in 2011 and presented its first
annual report at the Cannes summit, in which it stated that the group had
started implementing the MYAP by “taking both individual and collective
actions along two avenues: setting the foundations for strong and balanced
growth and building resilience.” Looking forward to 2012, the DWG plans
to focus on a small number of high priorities while monitoring past actions,
“with a view to maximum progress on the Seoul Multi-Year Action Plan in
the coming years.”14 However, the role that Korea can play in promoting
development is questionable; Thomas Kalinowski has argued that Korea
has failed to offer an alternative model and instead has promoted a highly
selective and sanitized version of its own development.15
On the foreign exchange rate issue, which emerged before the summit
and centered on tensions between the United States and China over the
value of the yuan, Lee admitted at the end of the summit that principles
were established at the finance ministers’ meeting in Kyongju. At the Seoul
summit, leaders agreed to avoid “competitive devaluation of currencies”
and establish a set of “indicative guidelines” during 2011 that could iden-
tify economic imbalances and the actions needed to fix them.16 Thus, a
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multilateral rather than bilateral approach was promoted and resulted in the
establishment at the G-20 finance ministers meeting in Washington, DC, in
April 2011 of guidelines to measure the potential risks to the global econ-
omy posed by national economic policies. Then, in May, Korea was
selected as the chair of a task force mandated by the G-20 to review issues
such as the management of capital flows and foreign exchange risks that are
a potential danger to emerging markets and developing economies and to
discuss how to maintain a prudential oversight of global financial institu-
tions.17 Nevertheless, tensions between the United States and China rum-
bled on in 2011; in October, the US Senate passed a bill calling for the
imposition of tariffs on Chinese imports in response to China’s alleged
actions to keep the yuan artificially undervalued.18 Thus, the Korean hosts
demonstrated a mixed record in terms of leadership, making progress in
some, but not all, legacy issues while promoting new issues that are still
ongoing.
Effectiveness
Effectiveness is concerned with negotiating and reaching agreement in light
of the various pressures faced by each summit nation. For example,
although South Korea placed great emphasis on the value of its own expe-
riences in guiding other countries along the development path, officials
made it clear that it would not be promoting its own growth model. Efforts
by successive governments to foster economic growth by a combination of
measures to protect infant domestic industries and restrict the participation
of foreign companies in the local economy gave Korea a reputation for pro-
tectionism that did not sit well with its aim of proving its potential as a
global leader. Instead, Korea chose to tone down this aspect and instead
emphasize the crucial role played by elements such as infrastructure,
human resource development, and education in the growth and develop-
ment processes.19 Thus, as hosts, the Korean government compromised on
the promotion of its own agenda in order to facilitate a statement to which
fellow summiteers could agree.
Solidarity
Solidarity is concerned with the unity of the G-20 countries in achieving
the summit’s goal of collective management of specific issues. Consider-
able expectation of Korea’s role was in evidence after divisions appeared to
emerge at the G-20 Toronto summit in June 2010, where it was agreed to
disagree on deficit reduction and an agreement on a global bank levy was
shelved. Moreover, in the immediate run-up to the Seoul summit, media
attention was firmly focused on the potential for “currency wars” to drive
divisions between the summit leaders and damage the overall cohesion of
the G-20. In particular, the US-China standoff on the value of the yuan and
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the second round of quantitative easing in the United States appeared to
augur badly and point toward mutual recrimination. This was brought into
stark relief when on 29 September 2010 the US House of Representatives
approved punitive measures against China. Certainly, President Barack
Obama’s public criticism of China’s undervalued currency immediately
after the Seoul summit’s joint statements were released contributed little to
a sense of solidarity. Nevertheless, as mentioned above, although it was not
Korea that mediated, the leaders were able to leave Seoul with enough rea-
son for all sides to claim victory.
One aspect of solidarity that presents South Korea with a quandary is
the degree to which it seeks to cast itself in the role of the representative
of Asia in the G-20 (a role previously cherished by Japan in the G8).
Although promoting Asian solidarity might provide a defining role for
South Korea, especially as the first Asian host, this could serve to work
against the solidarity of the G-20 overall and replicate the factionalism that
exists within the United Nations. In this regard, rather than stressing the
solidarity of Asian members of the G-20, the Korean government toned
down any regional leadership ambitions in favor of fulfilling the criterion
of solidarity.
However, just two weeks after the Seoul summit ended, the Korea Insti-
tute for Economic Policy (KIEP), a state-run think tank, published a report
expressing “real concerns that Korea could experience a dramatic decrease in
influence in the G-20.” In contrast to reliance on its economic power, the
report recommended Korea’s assumption of a leadership role in terms of
both its intellectual contribution and fostering cohesion among Asian mem-
bers.20 Thereafter, in a press interview in March 2011, Sohn Byung-doo,
director general of the newly created G-20 Bureau (within the Ministry of
Finance) declared that the Seoul summit had allowed Korea to make the tran-
sition from being a rule follower to a rule setter. Sohn emphasized Korea’s
role as a bridge builder and trusted regional partner in communicating with
China.21 With the scheduling of future summits having now been decided at
the Cannes summit, this increased sense of regional identity and need to
coordinate may begin to emerge and challenge the G-20’s solidarity.22
Durability
The problem with applying the criterion of durability is that, after just over
one year, it may be too early to do so productively. Nevertheless, with
regard to the host’s intentions, it is clear that durability was at the heart of
its approach to the Seoul summit as captured by its motto of “shared growth
beyond crisis.”23 The Korean hosts were also looking ahead to the future of
G-20 summitry aware of the fact that Seoul was the last summit before it
adopted an annual, rather than biannual, schedule, thereby allowing Korea
to provide a steer to future summits.
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In this context, SaKong expressed the personal hope that, having
guided the global economy out of the current crisis, the G-20 would evolve
into a global steering committee, representing “a more promising and legit-
imate architecture for cooperation than has existed for many years.” He also
promised that Korea would cooperate with its global partners to make the
G-20 an “effective and durable” permanent institution with a lean, small
and efficient secretariat.24 Although a G-20 secretariat has yet to emerge
and is a moot point, by introducing country-specific undertakings backed
up with monitoring and transparency, the G-20 took a step toward greater
institutionalization. Furthermore, the regularization of the Business 20
(B20) summit, held for the first time in Seoul at the suggestion of the
Korean government, created a meeting of the chief executive officers of the
world’s leading corporations and gave the private sector a voice in the
debate on the future of the global economy.25 This was replicated by the
French hosts in 2011 in line with Korea’s intention for this to become a per-
manent feature of the summit process.
The G-20 Seoul Speakers’ Consultation, which was hosted by the
National Assembly in May 2011, provided another aspect in which Korea
continued to work for the institutionalization of the G-20 process. Although
originally a one-off gathering of parliamentary leaders held in Ottawa in
2010, Park Hee-Tae, speaker of the Korean National Assembly, proposed
regularizing the meeting. Thus, for Korea, success was closely related to
ensuring the durability of the G-20 as the central institution of the archi-
tecture of global governance and Korea’s role therein.
In addition, a number of concrete deliverables have the potential to cre-
ate a durable Korean legacy within the G-20. First, with regard to reform of
the international financial sector, writing before the summit SaKong noted
that the recent global financial crisis had “provided painful evidence that
the International Financial Institutions (IFIs) were not equipped to conduct
proper surveillance and provide early warning of macroeconomic or finan-
cial risks.”26 So far-reaching were the changes to capital and liquidity reg-
ulations that South Korean deputy finance minister Shin Je-yoon proposed
changing the name of the code from “Basel III” to “Seoul I”—a proposal
that would ensure a lasting legacy for South Korea from the 2010 summit.27
Second, the Samsung Economic Research Institute (SERI) went further by
proposing that the Seoul Consensus within the G-20 replace the Washing-
ton Consensus that had dominated the global economic order from the
1980s. At the core of the Seoul Consensus is “the pursuit for [sic] an effec-
tive and fair distribution of resources and a sustainable and balanced
growth of the world economy through the close cooperation between the
advanced and developing countries.”28
Reform of the IMF and the World Bank provides further potential for
a durable legacy of the Seoul summit. Facing criticism that it was not able
to halt the spread of financial crises, the IMF had acknowledged the need
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for reforms in its governance ahead of the summit. In this light, it was
noted that a Korean official had called for an increase in analysts within the
IMF who were not “macro-economists with degrees from an Ivy League
school.”29 Noting the convention that a European fills the position of IMF
managing director and a North American leads the World Bank, one Korean
newspaper argued that the appointment of an Asian managing director
might help to “improve the somewhat negative image of the IMF in the
region.”30 However, with the appointment of Christine Lagarde in July
2011, convention won out and an opportunity was lost.
France’s presidency of the G-20 was informed by goals set at the Seoul
summit such as the agreement on improving the G-20’s Mutual Assessment
Process to promote macroeconomic cooperation and avoid a repeat of the
global economic crisis through the establishment of “indicative guidelines”
for quantifying imbalances. Thus, as mentioned above, the G-20 announced
in April 2011 four methods of monitoring imbalances: using country-
specific models to estimate what a country’s imbalances should be; looking
at historical imbalances; comparing a country’s imbalances with groups of
similar countries; and comparing a country’s imbalances with the full
G-20.31 However, in the documentation issued at the end of the Cannes
summit, the “Cannes Action Plan for Growth and Jobs” simply stated that
“we have met our Seoul commitment to develop indicative guidelines to
assess persistently large imbalances,” and mention of the success or failure
of this initiative in the Final Declaration was limited to the brief sentence:
“Global imbalances persist.”32
On May 14, South Korean president Lee Myung-bak and French pres-
ident Nicolas Sarkozy issued a joint statement in which they agreed to work
in close cooperation in order to allow the G-20 to deliver on its commit-
ments. In addition, Sarkozy added his own agenda items, including devel-
opment, innovative financing, employment and social issues, and
addressing volatility in food and fuel prices.33 Although the Cannes summit
and many of these agenda items were eclipsed by events in the Eurozone,
and Greece in particular, progress continued in areas such as the Basel III
code, the MYAP, and “indicative guidelines.”
Acceptability
Acceptability entails securing the support of both fellow summiteers and
the outside world as represented by a range of stakeholders from business
groups to civil society and the global media to public opinion. Within the
G-20, interim compliance reports34 conducted by the University of
Toronto’s G-20 Research Group demonstrate that the Seoul summit
resulted in higher levels of compliance with declared commitments than
the Toronto summit and a closing gap in compliance and noncompliance
between G8 and G-20 countries respectively, suggesting increased accept-
ability and solidarity.
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Outside of the G-20, the Korean government engaged in extensive out-
reach activities prior to the summit to canvass the opinions and concerns
of these countries, appointing the deputy minister for foreign affairs Ahn
Ho-Young as the G-20 ambassador at large for outreach activities. The
South Korean government invited five non-G-20 member countries and
seven global organizations to the meeting; these invitations reflected the
proposed focus on developing and emerging economies with Malawi (chair
of the African Union), Ethiopia (chair of the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development), Vietnam (chair of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations [ASEAN]), and Singapore (chair of the Global Governance Group)
being selected. Spain was the fifth non-G-20 member to be invited, reflect-
ing its status as one of the ten largest economies in the world and as a par-
ticipant in previous G-20 summits. Seven international organizations
invited were: the UN, the International Labour Organization, the World
Bank, the IMF, the OECD, the World Trade Organization (WTO), and the
Financial Stability Board. The only absentee was King Abdullah bin Abdul
Aziz Al Saud of Saudi Arabia.
Thus, the Korean government’s intentions to enhance acceptability
through outreach were realized in terms of attendance. Moreover, they were
also reflected in the Seoul Summit Document, which established principles
that have been adopted on the future participation of non-G-20 countries by
which no more than five would be invited and at least two of which must
be African.35 The above-mentioned B20 can also be regarded as part of this
process of securing a broad consensus among a range of stakeholders.
However, acceptance was not as evident in the vernacular press, with
one leading newspaper claiming the outcomes left “something to be
desired.”36 The Korea Times and Korea Herald noted that the “difficult
details” underlying the broad statement of principles agreed on at the G-20
had been left as “homework” to be sorted out later and warned (incorrectly)
that there was no guarantee that the G-20 would agree on the specific
details by the deadline of June 2011.37 Threatening the future of the G-20
itself, the Chosun Ilbo warned that “consensus about the economic crisis
and a sense of urgency among G-20 countries are diminishing.”38
With regard to civil society, protests began in earnest on the Sunday
before the summit, when tens of thousands of demonstrators gathered in
front of Seoul City Hall voicing their opposition to the G-20 summit, glob-
alization, and Korea’s free-trade agreement with the United States. This
demonstration was ultimately “peaceful, almost festive.”39 On the first day
of the summit, the Korean People’s G-20 Response Action, incorporating
some eighty progressive civic groups, political campaigners, college stu-
dents, and human rights activists, held a mainly peaceful rally through the
downtown area.40 However, after the summit, it emerged that many of the
demonstrations that had been planned did not take place, either because the
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organizers canceled them voluntarily or because the police banned them.41
Ultimately, any fears of violent protest proved unfounded; although this
does not necessarily denote acceptance of the summit’s outcomes, it does
suggest that the Korean people’s attention was focused elsewhere.
Consistency
The more limited the range of issues, the easier it is to ensure a degree of
consistency across them. At its current stage of development, the G-20’s
attention is focused on the core issues related to the global economic cri-
sis. However, as it metamorphoses from a crisis committee into a global
steering committee, the G-20’s agenda will inevitably expand along the
same lines as the G8.
As mentioned above, the agenda for the Seoul summit could be divided
into two main areas: reviewing the agreements from the past four summit
meetings and formulating strategies for their implementation; and, for the
Korean hosts, developing new items for the evolving agenda, with a par-
ticular focus on topics relevant to developing and emerging economies.
These new agenda items were addressed under the discussion of leadership
but, in terms of consistency, some warned against having too ambitious an
agenda and emphasized the need for a “pragmatic, feasible and uncontro-
versial agenda that could be acceptable to the G-20 members.”42 Thus, the
tensions between a consistent and limited agenda and an unwieldy wide-
ranging one were all too clear to the Korean hosts.
Linkage to the Cannes summit and the creation of legacy issues for the
French was also evident, specifically in a broader reform of the institutions
of global governance as well as promoting innovative financing for devel-
opment and climate change to the agenda of the Cannes summit. Despite
the addition of legacy issues to an expanding agenda, the future institution-
alization of the G-20 ought to facilitate a higher degree of consistency, and
core to this will be the issue of whether or not a G-20 secretariat is cre-
ated.43 For the time being, however, institutionalization remains an item for
discussion not action.
Domestic Political Enhancement
The previous criteria focus on measuring summit success in the context of
the challenges of global governance. However, in a number of respects, the
Korean government used the Seoul summit for domestic ends or national
interests that were seemingly unrelated to the business of G-20 summitry.
For example, and although ultimately unsuccessful, the summit provided a
deadline to attempt the conclusion of the Korea-US free-trade agreement,
which had stagnated at the ratification stage for more than three years due
to opposition in both legislatures. The summit was also seen as a potential
means to secure greater leverage with North Korea and, in the event of uni-
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fication, attract assistance from multilateral institutions to ease the associ-
ated economic burdens, although ultimately no mention was made of North
Korea in the final summit documentation.44
Similarly, a successful summit can have short-term economic benefits.
According to SERI, the short-term economic gains associated with hosting
a successful G-20 summit could be as high as US$20.6 billion for Korea. In
addition to direct short-term effects such as revenues from consumer and
tourist spending, the effect of the enhancement of Korea’s national and cor-
porate brands would be equivalent to expenditures of $1.5 billion on adver-
tising, with a resulting increase of $16.2 billion in corporate revenues.45
However, the instrumentalization of the summit for domestic ends was
more evident with regard to the issues of presidential legacy. Since the
1980s, the constitutional ban on South Korean presidents serving more than
one term of office has put successive leaders under pressure to create a sig-
nificant legacy by making bold decisions and actions during their limited
term as president. Roh Tae-woo (1987–1993) restored diplomatic relations
with the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China; Kim Young-sam
(1993–1998) secured OECD membership for Korea; and Kim Dae-jung
(1998–2003) steered Korea through the “IMF Crisis” and was awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts to secure democracy in the South and ease
tensions with the North.
Prospects for Lee’s “747” election pledge for his presidency—an
annual increase in GDP of 7 percent, a doubling of per capita annual
income to $40,000 within a decade, and the elevation of South Korea from
the eleventh to the seventh largest economy in the world—were consider-
ably weakened by the outbreak of the global economic crisis. However,
hosting the G-20 offered Lee the opportunity to make a significant contri-
bution to his own legacy by moving Korea to the forefront of global gov-
ernance and burnishing the nation’s brand. Following the 2008 Washington
summit, the Lee administration engaged in an “aggressive,” “passionate,”
and, ultimately, successful diplomatic campaign to secure the chairmanship
of the G-20, frustrating Japan’s ambitions in the process.46 After the sum-
mit, Lee linked the successful hosting of the forum to the fortunes of the
Korean people: “The success of the G-20 summit is the people’s success
and the country’s success. If, at times like this when our national fortunes
are on the rise, we unite and move forward, we will certainly become a
first-class nation leading the world.”47
Thus, the summit’s and South Korea’s success were inevitably linked,
and the hosts pursed national interest and global leadership hand in hand. In
particular, these two goals coalesced around overcoming “misleading and
outdated perceptions” of Korea and its often negative image overseas and
demonstrating the country’s qualifications for global leadership in terms of
its “experience and expertise . . . on strategies for development and on poli-
cies for successful recovery from financial crises.”48 South Korea’s foreign
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minister Yu Myung-hwan saw the summit as a “chance to upgrade our
country’s status in the international community.”49 Whereas the Financial
Services Commission expressed its hopes that chairing the summit would
result in a switch from what it termed the “Korea discount” effect (which
had led in the past to the undervaluing of the Korean economy in the global
market) to a “Korea premium effect.”50 For others, the summit provided a
“checkpoint to see what kind of achievements we have and what kind of
tasks lie ahead,” emphasizing its impact both in terms of enhancing Korea’s
global image and also encouraging and stimulating the Korean people
themselves.51 In any case, hosting a successful summit offered Korea the
opportunity to establish a central position in the international community
and demonstrate the extent of its recovery from the traumas and reputa-
tional damage of economic collapse at the end of the 1990s.
In a similar vein, the media’s evaluation combined a sense of pride in
Korea’s success as host and a sense of need for the government to maintain
the momentum generated by hosting the summit. The Chosun Ilbo declared
that the greatest legacies of the summit were Korea’s demonstration of lead-
ership and its proven ability to “play a central role in global diplomacy,” but
also highlighted the boost to national confidence.52 The Korea Times sum-
marized the consensus among foreign correspondents that “Korea proved
itself to be a skilful economic and diplomatic player on the global stage.
. . . Korea is no underdog. It is no longer a small power that can be swayed
by bigger or more aggressive neighbors. It is a medium strategic power with
the ability to participate in the global agenda, and it should think like one.”53
Korea was now speaking up on a variety of global issues and, as a result of
the G-20 summit, had a voice in global governance.
In a survey conducted by the Presidential Council on Nation Branding
and SERI in December 2009, Korea was ranked nineteenth of thirty OECD
member countries in terms of national branding. SERI forecast an improve-
ment after the summit in the areas where Korea’s weaknesses had con-
tributed to its low ranking: “policy and diplomacy” (ranked twenty-fifth)
through demonstrations of global leadership; “traditional culture” and “con-
temporary culture brand” (twenty-fifth and twentieth, respectively) through
increased international media attention; and “citizens” (twentieth) through
improving the Koreans’ global mindset and self-esteem.54
The above-mentioned G-20 Seoul Speakers’ Consultation provided an
opportunity to continue the process of national branding. As part of the
meeting, a Korean luncheon was served by staff in traditional Korean dress
and held in a traditional Korean house, specially constructed in the court-
yard of the National Assembly. Park Hee-tae captured the inward and out-
ward nature of this national branding by hoping that the “guests will return
home after experiencing many different aspects of our beautiful culture
[and that] Korean people abroad can take pride in the fact that our country
now plays host to these important meetings.”55
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Another example of domestic political enhancement through successful
summitry was seen in the adoption of the Seoul Consensus. As mentioned
above, it was seen to present a different approach from the market-oriented
Washington Consensus. In so doing, Korea would draw on its own experi-
ence of rapid economic development and provide lessons that, according
to one Korean journalist, “rich countries will never be able to give to poor
countries.”56 The Chosun Ilbo hailed the Seoul Consensus as the first step
in the presentation of Korean- or Asian-style development models as new
global standards to be tested in Latin America and Africa. If successful, the
Seoul Consensus could consign the “development models used so far” to
the rubbish bin.57 Within Korea, this represents an irony that would not
have been lost on the Koreans who had been pulled into line with the prin-
ciples of the Washington Consensus as a condition of the IMF bailout in
1997. For the Korean hosts, this particular outcome was a significant
achievement on the national level.
An opinion poll conducted in autumn 2010 supports these analyses of
the most important benefits of a successful summit: a majority of 41.8 per-
cent of respondents felt that hosting G-20 was an opportunity for Korea to
promote its image abroad and that it would increase the nation’s standing in
international society; 35.3 percent felt that Korea would benefit in eco-
nomic terms from hosting the event.58 Korea’s efforts to enhance its
national brand appeared to bear fruit when in July 2011 Pyeongchang was
selected in the first round of voting to host the 2018 Winter Olympics. This
will be the first time that the Winter Olympics will be held in Asia in the
twenty-first century.
Conclusion
Returning to our original objectives, applying these seven criteria to the
Seoul summit presents something of a mixed bag in terms of the success of
the summit for the G-20, the international community, and the Korean
hosts. In terms of Bayne’s six criteria that measure summit success from the
viewpoint of the international community, the G-20 achieved progress in
some areas (institutionalization of and outreach from the G-20), has still to
realize its potential (IMF reform), but made no headway in others (the
DDA). It can claim varying degrees of success in providing leadership on
both legacy and new issues, reconciling tensions in order to ensure the sum-
mit’s effectiveness, bolstering the solidarity of the summiteers, introducing
measures that have been durable, promoting acceptability through new ini-
tiatives, and acting with sensitivity toward maintaining consistency across
the summit’s agreements. The Korean government sought and managed for
the most part to play an active role in all of these areas.
The seventh criterion of domestic political enhancement, however,
measures success from the limited perspective of individual leaders and
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countries and, in the specific case of Korea, represents more of a motiva-
tion in seeking to satisfy the other criteria. In his New Year’s address to the
Korean people, Lee reflected on the highlights of the past year, giving first
mention to the G-20 summit: “The Republic of Korea was able to stand tall
in the international arena by hosting the G-20 Seoul summit. Korea has
now emerged as a nation that helps to establish the international order,
rather than always having to follow others.”
The year 2010 was seen to be a “truly memorable year” in that Korea
had overcome the economic crisis, posted the highest economic growth rate
of any OECD member country, and become the seventh largest exporting
nation in the world. In the coming decade, Lee promised that Korea would
build on these achievements and “rise to an advanced, leading country in
both name and reality.” He reflected on Korea’s proposal to the G-20 for a
development agenda and looked forward, calling the young people of Korea
the “G-20 Generation [G-iship Sedae]” who should be nurtured as “protag-
onists for building a leading global nation.” Concluding his speech, Lee
urged his people to “join forces and unite” and seize the opportunity pre-
sented by the achievements of 2010 “for the country to shine in the com-
munity of nations . . . to leap over the threshold and become an advanced
nation.”59
From the focus and tone of the presidential speech, it is clear that the
successful hosting of the G-20 summit was regarded by the government as
an important stepping stone toward the completion of Korea’s transforma-
tion from a war-ravaged, economically impotent country in the 1950s to an
advanced nation, economic powerhouse, and leader of the global commu-
nity in the twenty-first century.
Lee is likely to be judged, as his predecessors have been, on the coun-
try’s economic performance and developments in North-South relations
during his term of office. So, the successful lobbying to chair the G-20, the
smooth running of the summit, and the creation of a legacy for Korea
within the G-20 are unlikely to contribute significantly to Lee’s presidential
legacy per se. Nevertheless, the motivations in hosting the summit are
clear: providing key concrete deliverables while establishing a leadership
role for Korea in the central institution of global governance and boosting
national confidence. Thus, a similar focus on domestic political enhance-
ment and national branding can be expected from future first-time hosts
eager to establish their leadership credentials, although it would be naïve
and patronizing to suggest that only first-time hosts are subject to this
temptation.
With regard to the relevance of these criteria for measuring summit
success, one assumption implicit in these criteria is that summits take place
according to a preordained agenda and are almost impervious to outside
events. In reality, as the Cannes summit shows clearly, the summit is often
hostage to fortune and this aspect needs to be included in the criteria
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employed to evaluate future summits. In addition, a degree of mutual rein-
forcement across these seven measures is apparent, with the most obvious
synergy existing among leadership, acceptability, effectiveness, and domes-
tic political enhancement. In addition, durability presents specific problems
in its measurement when evaluating a summit at this early stage. Consider-
ing the future of the G-20 summit process, consistency is a criterion that
will become harder to satisfy as the G-20’s development continues and its
agenda expands.
Kwak Soo-jong of SERI wrote of the need for South Korea “to exercise
its leadership continuously in the next G-20 summits so that both the Seoul
Development Consensus and the global financial safety nets can be further
discussed.”60 For South Korea (and other newcomers to G-20 summitry),
ensuring the durability of the G-20 is clearly important: establishing the G-
20 as the top table of international summitry maintains Korea’s already
established position at the table, thereby encouraging it to provide the lead-
ership that in turn is supported through domestic political enhancement and
promotion of Korea’s national brand. 
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